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Carousel: Performance and Ritual of a Child’s Play
A Case Study
Erik Maniscalco
Art Department
Abstract
Carousel is a series of oil paintings inspired by my seven year old
daughter, as well as my work towards becoming a childhood educator. My
aim with this project is to explore the performative and ritualistic nature of
children’s play: focusing on the creative ways children stretch and reshape
their reality through imagined play narratives. Upon the carousel’s stage,
children select a character and take part in a performed ritual. I’ve long felt
connected to the visual vocabulary found within baroque and renaissance
styles, and I am fascinated by the mixture of amusement, tradition,
religion, and distortion imbued within the world of carnival and circus.
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In 2017, I returned to school for my Master’s degree in art education.
My three year long journey towards becoming a childhood educator, along
with my experience of being a father to a young child, has been the
inspiration for my thesis project. During the countless hours I’ve spent
playing with my seven year old daughter, I’ve been fascinated with the
ways in which she creates characters, narratives and scenarios for us to
perform. Her imagination is so malleable and free from many of the
‘learned limitations’ we adults often confine ourselves by.
I’ve been particularly interested in the patterns, or repeating
characteristics within her play. Regardless of the role she adopts, or the
props we use, she always enjoys creating what feels like a staged
performance. Like a conductor, she chooses the players, arranges the
pieces, and sets the rules of engagement. I’ve noticed her tendency to
reshape reality while creating, and the characteristics or properties of ‘real’
things will often be stretched or abandoned to fit her narrative.
Relationships between objects or ideas get pushed and pulled, and then
snap neatly back into place when the play is finished.
Despite our play often being fantastical, involving magic or outer
space, my daughter takes it all rather seriously. That’s not to say that we
don’t get silly, but the activity is clearly very important to her. She has the
ability to lose herself completely in play, and she will often choose the
same scenario for us to perform over and over again, making it all feel
somehow ritualistic. This ritualistic element reminds me of my childhood
Catholic Sunday services. My family was not particularly devout, and I
wasn’t intimately familiar with the meaning of any symbols or prayers. I do
remember however, as a boy around the same age my daughter is now,
entering the church and feeling tremendous awe and wonder about this
fantasy-like space, where flying angels and gilded creatures surrounded
me. The church had a stage, and people performed their roles while
holding strange props and wearing ornate costumes. It too, was a
ritualized performance.
Children’s play is clearly so integral to their development, and is
often such a pure display of imagination and creativity that, as I’ve
prepared to enter the classroom as a teacher for the first time, I felt
compelled to explore and connect with this subject through my thesis. I
needed to find a vehicle or environment through which to conduct this
exploration, and eventually arrived at amusement parks. They are after all,
constructed to facilitate and feed children’s playful imagination, and I have
always been intrigued by the visual vocabulary associated with carnivals
and the circus. They are fantastic places, which seem to possess

simultaneously, amusement and horror, both whimsy and fear. The element
of creative distortion I noticed in my daughter’s play is inherent in the
world of circus and carnival. Perceived reality is challenged with fun house
mirrors, and impossibly tall figures walking on stilts. Like in church, there is
a performance taking place in an awe-inspiring space, with strange
characters playing their parts.
For the sake of my thesis, which was only one semester (as opposed
to MFA students whose thesis spans an entire school year), I felt it was
important to choose a single aspect or component of this environment,
and happily landed on the carousel. The carousel seemed to be a good fit
for a couple of reasons. Firstly, it is literally a raised platform or stage,
upon which children can choose a character from a variety of set pieces
while engaging in a performance. Additionally, it all feels particularly
ritualistic because the performance of the carousel is always basically the
same: round and round it goes. However, the look and style of carousels
actually vary tremendously, and this variety allows children to invent and
project diﬀerent narratives while riding. In my research, I discovered
numerous styles of carousels, and visited several throughout the Tri-state
area, as well as in Montreal.
From the time I first became aware of visual art, I’ve been drawn to,
and inspired by, the paintings and sculptures found in the Italian and Dutch
Renaissance. Perhaps because I’m the son of Italian immigrants, the
classical techniques and highly rendered representations have always
spoken to me. My artwork is always to some degree, about the art and
craft of painting, and I was really excited to paint the forms of Baroque
styled carousels.
My thesis project consists of two paintings, both created with
traditional materials: oil on wood. Each painting represents a diﬀerent
aspect of the carousel and is presented as if it were a staged performance.
The first piece entitled “Cherub” reflects a quiet and still scene, in which a
giant cherub looks down upon three tiny carousel horses. He is meant to
be the patron saint of the animals; the play-things who are subjugated by
inventive children. The second painting entitled “Menagerie”, in contrast, is
more active. It features a variety of carousel animals, all diﬀerent in size
and species, looking animated, frenzied and, in some cases, ferocious. In
both pieces, I chose to create compositions in which size is used to
disorient and distort reality. Much like my daughter does through her play,
my aim was to create ritualized performances, which engage our playful
imaginations.
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